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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Food Stamp Program (FSP) isthe cornerstone of America soverdl strategy for ensuring that al
Americans have enough to eat. It playsanimportant role asa safety net for low-income elderly persons
and working personswith low earnings, including those who have successfully made the transition from
cashwefaretowork. But it isestimated that in 1994 |ess than one-half of working households and less
than two-fifths of elderly households that were thought to be eligible for food stamp benefits actually
received them. Low participation rates are aconcern because, depending on their cause, they may bean
indication that the FSPisnot fulfilling itsmission of providing food ass stanceto everyonewho needsit.

Toincreaseitsunderstanding of thereasonsfor nonparticipation, the Food and Nutrition Service (FNS)
of theU.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) contracted with Mathematica Policy Research, Inc. (MPR)
to conduct astudy of nonparticipation by low-incomeworking and el derly househol ds, entitled Reaching
the Working Poor and Poor Elderly. This report summarizes what was learned and offers
recommendations for how a national survey of the reasons for nonparticipation in the FSP should be
designed and fielded.

TheWorking and Elderly Poor Sudy had three phases. First, we assessed what was known about
FSP nonparticipation from existing surveys and focus groups and anadyzed data on the characteristics and
food security of FSP-eligiblehouseholds. Second, we conducted 12 focus groups with FSP participants
and nonparticipants from working and elderly househol dsthat were probably FSPdigible. Third, we
devel oped questionnairesabout thereasonsfor nonparticipation and tested them using cognitivetechniques
on 16 low-income elderly and working persons. We then conducted alarge pretest of the survey in the
winter of 1998, administering the questionnaires to 451 respondents, mostly by telephone.

WHAT WE KNOW ABOUT FSP NONPARTICIPATION BY WORKING AND ELDERLY
HOUSEHOLDS

InJanuary 1994, only about 46 percent of working FSP-eligible householdsand 35 percent of elderly
FSP-eligible households participated in the program, compared with 69 percent of all FSP-eligible
households. And the numbers of working and elderly households that did not participate were large--
about 2.7 million working households and 3.5 million elderly households.

Existing research has identified five broad categories of reasons for FSP nonparticipation:
1. Lack of Information. Many low-income survey respondents and focus group members do

not think they are FSP eligible. Some elderly and working nonparticipants have never heard
of the FSP, and others do not know how to apply for food stamp benefits.



2. Percelved Lack of Need. A perception that the household “can get by” without food stamp
benefitsor that “ othersneed them more” arefrequently given asreasonsfor nonparticipation.
Dataon food security suggest that the degree of a household’ s need for food stamp benefits
isanimportant determinant of FSP participation. However, evidence suggeststhat at | east
some households that say they do not need food stamp benefits are not food secure.

3. Expected Benefits Are Too Low. Anayses of household survey data have found that the
likelihood of households FSP participation increases with the size of the benefit they would
receive. Elderly households, though not working households, aretypicaly digiblefor only a
small amount of benefits.

4. ReasonsRelated to Program Administration. Low-income households may be deterred
from applying for food stamp benefits because of the time, money, or hassle involved in
participating in the program. Concernsindude: difficulty getting to the FSP office, applying and
recertifyingistime-consuming and complicated, questionsat application and recertificationare
too persond, FSP office staff seem disrespectful, and the FSP officeis unpleasant or unsafe.

5. Stigmaor Other Psychological Reasons. Undoubtedly there is a stigma associated with
gpplying for and using food stamp benefits. However, the extent to which stigma affects FSP
nonparticipation is uncertain.

All exigting research suggeststhat each of these reasonsis gpplicablefor at least some nonparticipants, that
morethan oneis gpplicablefor nearly al nonparticipants, and that these five reasons account for nearly all
nonparticipation in the FSP.

GAPSIN OUR KNOWLEDGE ABOUT FSP NONPARTICIPATION

We do not have athorough understanding of the relative importance of each specific reason for FSP
nonparticipation. Available evidence suggests that two reasons for nonparticipation are particularly
important: a perception that a household does not need food stamp benefits and a perception that the
householdisFSP-indigible. However, animportant limitation of previoussurveysand focusgroupsisthat
they used only simpleincome screensto determine FSP ligibility. Hence some survey respondents and
focusgroup membersmay not be FSPeligible. Including FSP-indigiblehouseholdsin the samplewill bias
upward the number of people reporting that they do not participate because they think (correctly) that they
are ineligible or because they do not need food stamp benefits.

Previous surveys had three other limitations. (1) they asked genera open-ended questionsthat dicited
genera answers, (2) most did not ask about food security, even though the question of whether low
participation rates are aconcern depends on thefood security of nonparticipants, and (3) the samplesizes
of working and elderly households were small.



RECOMMENDATIONS FOR CONDUCTING A NATIONAL SURVEY

Currently, we can only speculate on the gppropriate policy response to the low FSP participation rates
among working and elderly households. To determine whether thelow participation rates are cause for
concernand, if they are, to decide upon appropriate policy responserequiresanationa survey of working
and elderly nonparticipating households.

In the Working and Elderly Poor Study we designed a survey to collect information about FSP
nonparticipation among working and e derly low-income households. The survey usesrandom-digit-diding
to identify FSP nonparticipantsin working and elderly households. A short screening interview isused to
check whether the respondentswerelikely to bedigiblefor food samp benefits. FSP nonparticipantswho
pass the screening interview are administered aquestionnaire by tel ephone that includes questions that:
(1) ask directly about the reasons for nonparticipation and are structured and closed-ended; (2) collect
information necessary to makeagood determination of FSP digibility; (3) ask about food security; (4) ask
about sources of food assistance other than food stamp benefits; (5) ask nonparticipants about their
previous experiences with the FSP; and (6) ask about the household’ s demographic characteristics. The
Working and Elderly Poor survey was designed to include FSP participants so that comparisons could
be made of their characteristics and experiences with the FSP with those of the nonparticipants. The
participantsareidentified using lists of program participants obtained from the FSP aswell asthrough
random-digit-dialing.

The pretest of the Working and Elderly Poor Sudy survey showed that it isfeasible to conduct this
survey. However, the survey would require considerable survey resources. In the pretest, we cdlled nearly
17,000 telephone numbersto identify 484 digible nonparticipants. We estimate that it would take over
18,000 hours of interview labor to identify asample of about 1,000 digible nonparticipants from working
households and 1,000 €ligible nonparticipants from elderly households.

To meet the challenges inherent in a survey about nonparticipation, we aso recommend that:

1. Effortsshould be madeto increase the survey’ sresponserate. Theresponserateisthe
number of peoplewho complete an interview asa proportion of the number of peoplewith
whom aninterview isattempted. Responseratesto random-digit-dialing surveysaretypicaly
low. With some changes to the Working and Elderly Poor Sudy survey (which are
discussed inthisreport), wethink the response rate to the survey could be between 63 and 67
percent.

2. Consideration should be given to excluding FSP participants from the survey.
Conducting asurvey of nonparticipantsonly would provide sufficient informationto provide
guidance on the appropriate policy response to the nonparticipation. While including
participantsin thesurvey addsrichnessto thedatacollected, theinformation collected from the
participants may not justify the additional survey resourcesrequired to includetheminthe
survey.

Xi



. If FSP participants areto be included in the survey, lists of program participants are
needed. Participants can beidentified by random-digit-dialing or by using program-provided
lists. However, because participants are rarer than nonparticipants among working and elderly
FSP-eligible households, and because identifying each participant using random-digit-diaing
takes many calls, it ismore efficient to use both random-digit-dialing and lists of program
participants.

. Consideration should be given to including a small number of households without
telephones. Because non-telephone households may have different reasons for
nonpartici pation than telephone househol ds do, they should beincluded in anationa survey of
nonparticipants, even though it would take considerable survey resourcesto locate even smal
numbers of them. We also recommend that the questionnaires ask households with and
without working tel ephones about previousinterruptionsintelephone services. Thesedatacan
be used to statistically adjust for the under-representation of non-telephone households.

. Consideration should be given to adding a module about FSP nonparticipation to
another household survey. This could significantly reduce the costs of collecting the data,
theresponserate may be higher, and if the survey collects detailedincomeinformation it could
allow for amore accurate screening for FSP-eligible households.

. The questionnaires developed in this study should be revised to address FSP
nonparticipation issues arising from recent welfarereform. Although aone-time survey
cannot fully explorethe reasonsfor changesin the FSP participation rate asaresult of welfare
reform, it can explorethe link between FSP participation and welfare reform. In particular,
the questionnaires can explore whether the decision to stop receiving food stlamp benefitswas
linked to no longer receiving Temporary Aidto Needy Families(TANF), whether respondents
who had recently applied for TANF had been told about the FSP and encouraged to apply,
andwhether respondentsfed that thedesireto be self-sufficient wasimportantintheir decision
not to participate in the FSP.

Xii



. INTRODUCTION

The Food Stamp Program (FSP) isthe cornerstone of America soverdl strategy for ensuring that al
Americans have enough to eat. It playsan important role asasafety net for low-income elderly persons
and working personswith low earnings, including those who have successfully made the transition from
cashwelfaretowork. But it isestimated that in 1994 |essthan one-half of working households and less
than two-fifths of elderly households that were thought to be eligible for food stamp benefits actually
received them.! Toincreaseitsunderstanding of the reasonsfor nonparticipation, the Food and Nutrition
Service (FNS) of the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) contracted with Mathematica Policy
Research, Inc. (MPR) to conduct a study of nonparticipation by low-income working and elderly
households, entitled Reaching the Working Poor and Poor Elderly.

The Working and Elderly Poor study had three main objectives. Thefirst wasto review what is
known about nonparticipation in the FSP from existing data sources. The second was to increase our
knowledge about nonparticipation by conducting focus groups of both participants and low-income
nonparticipantsfrom working and e derly households. Thethird wasto design and test asurvey examining
the reasons for nonparticipation among working and elderly low-income households. This report
summarizes what was learned as a result of the Working and Elderly Poor study and offers
recommendations for how a national survey of the reasons for nonparticipation in the FSP should be
designed and fielded.

Despite recent welfare reform legidation designed to reduce the number of people dependent on

welfare, low rates of participation in the FSP should <till be considered apotentiad causefor concern. This

Stavrianos (1997).



is because low participation rates may be anindication that the FSPisnot fulfilling itsmission: to provide
food assstanceto dl thosewho need it. If low-income people do not know about the FSP or do not know
how to apply for benefits, or if features of the program discourage people from participating, changesin
the program need to be made for it to fulfill itsmisson. On the other hand, if people do not participate
because they do not need food assistance, then program changes are not necessary.

The next section provides an overview of the sudy. We then end the chapter by briefly describing the

organization of the rest of the report.

A. OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY
The Working and Elderly Poor study had three interrelated phases, each addressing one of the

objectives of the study. This section briefly describes each of these phases.

1. Literature Review and Data Analysis

The objective of the first phase of the study was to assess what is currently known about FSP
nonparticipation by low-incomeworking and e derly househol dsby examining therelevant literatureand
analyzing existing data sources.?

Theliterature onthereasonsfor low FSP participation by the subgroups of interest isextremely sparse.
Only afew studies have examined the reasonsfor nonparticipation by the e derly, and weknow of no study
that focuses on the reasons for nonparticipation by working households. Hence we reviewed a broader
literature, examining the reasonsfor nonparticipationin other programs, the literature on the characteristics
of nonparticipants, the literature on the patterns of FSP participation over time, studies of the operations

of the FSP and outreach programs, and the sociology and economics literature on stigma.

2The findings from this phase of the study are presented in McConnell and Nixon (1996).
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One common approach to studying the reasons for nonparticipation isto examine the characteristics
of FSP-eligible nonparticipants and compare them with those of FSP participants. The reasons for
nonparticipation arethen inferred from these comparisons. Using datafrom the January 1992 Survey of
Income and Program Participation (SIPP), we extended these analyses by examining in detail, using
multivariateanayd's, theeconomic and demographic characteristicsof working and el derly househol dsthat
were associated with FSP participation.

If a household cannot obtain nutritiondly adequate and safe food in socidly acceptable waysitissad
to be food insecure. Food insecurity isabroad concept that includes not only hunger but also other
conditions such as anxiety about having enough food, having to eat only afew low-cost foods, having to
borrow money for food, or having to visit asoup kitchen for food. Knowing whether anonparticipant
household isfood insecure iskey to determining whether those who do not participatein the FSP arein
need of food assistance. We examined the food security of working and elderly participants and FSP-
eligible nonparticipants using data from the S| PP Extended Well-Being Modul€® and the April 1995 Food
Security Supplement of the Current Population Survey.

Findly, using apand of SIPP datacovering October 1989 to August 1993, we examined the patterns
of FSP participation of working and elderly people over time. Thisinvolved analyzing thelength of FSP

participation spells and the events that preceded entry into and exit from the FSP.

3This was administered between October 1992 and January 1993.
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2. Focus Groups

To further our understanding of the reasons for nonparticipation and to help in the design of the
Working and Elderly Poor questionnaires, we conducted 12 focus group discussions with FSP
participants and nonparticipants from working and elderly househol ds who we thought were probably
eligible for food stamp benefits. The advantage of conducting focus groupsis that they provide an
opportunity to discuss with probing and follow-up questions the underlying reasons for nonparticipation.

Each focus group consisted only of people who fell into one of four categories:

1. Working FSP nonparticipants who were likely to be FSP-eligible (four groups)
2. Working FSP participants (two groups)
3. Elderly nonparticipants who were likely to be FSP-eligible (four groups)

4. Elderly FSP participants (two groups)

We conducted thefocus groupsin six sites: Baltimore City and Baltimore County in Maryland, Harris
County and Polk County in Texas, and Lane County and Lincoln County in Oregon. Baltimore City and
Harris County (Houston) are urban, Baltimore County and Lane County are suburban, and Polk County
and Lincoln County are rural.

Inaddition to addressing the reasonsfor nonparticipation, thefocus group discussionsexamined how
the decison to participate (or not) was made and the factors that influenced that decision, current and past
experiences with the program, how much the focus group members knew about the program, and whether

there were changes in the program that would facilitate participation.*

“Ponza and McConnell (1996) discusses the focus groups and their findings in detail.
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3. Designing and Testing a Survey About Nonparticipation

A national survey of householdswho are digible for the program but decided not to participateis
needed if weareto fully understand thereasonsfor nonparticipation. The objective of thethird phase of
the study was to design and test such a survey.

Wefaced threemgjor challengesin designing thesurvey. Firg, itisnecessary toidentify peoplewho
aredligiblefor the FSP but do not participate. Asno complete or unbiased lists of these peopleexist, we
identified FSP nonparticipantswho werelikely to bedigiblefor food stampsusing random-digit-dialing.
Thisinvolvescaling randomly sel ected telephone numbersfrom commercialy-produced lists of telephone
numbersinaspecified area. FSP participantswereidentified fromlistsof participants obtained from the
state FSP agencies as well as from random-digit-dialing.

The second challengeisto determine whether the persons who are contacted through random-digit-
dialing are people who meet our criteriafor inclusioninthesample. To beincluded inthe sample, the
respondent needed to be from aworking or elderly household. We aso required that nonparticipants
had income and assets low-enough that they were likely to be digible for food stamp benefits and that
participants had gpplied for food stamp benefits within the past three years so that they could easily recal
their experiences applying for benefits. To determine whether the respondent satisfied these criteria, we
asked them ashort set of screening questions. The challengein designing these questionswasto strikea
bal ance between asking detailed and often sensitive questions to make an accurate determination of
eligibility, and keeping the set of questions short so that the proportion of persons who complete the

interview is high.



Thethird chalengewasto devel op questionnairesthat collected sufficient information to identify the
reasons for nonparticipation. In previous surveys about nonparticipation, the questions had elicited
responses that were too vague to inform policy decisions (McConnell and Nixon 1996).

We developed eight different versions of aquestionnaire designed to collect information about FSP
nonparticipation and participation.> Each type of respondent--working nonparticipant, working participant,
elderly nonparticipant, e derly participant--was administered adifferent questionnaire, and for each type
of respondent we used two different interviews--a short and along version.

The questionnaires covered awide range of topics. All nonparticipants were asked a series of closed-
ended questionsabout whether aspecific factor wasareason for their nonparticipation, whether it wasan
“important” reason for their nonparticipation, and what was “the most important” reason for their
nonparticipation. For some reasons, we included follow-up questions that asked about the reason in more
detail. We aso asked whether there were*“ other” reasonsfor the respondent’ s nonparticipation. All the
guestionnaires, whether they were to be administered to a respondent who was aworking participant,
elderly participant, working nonparticipant, or e derly nonparticipant, included questions about the following
topics:

C Prior Experiences Applying for Food Stamps. We asked about the reasons respondents
applied for food stampsin the previousthree years, whether they applied for other benefitsat
thetimethat they applied for food stamp benefits, how therespondents applied for food stamp
benefits (for example, in person or viaauthorized representative), and specific problemsthat
they may have encountered with applying. We also identified respondentswho started the
application process but did not completeit and probed for the reasonsthey did not finish the

process. Participants were asked about factors that helped them overcome barriers to
applying for or using food stamp benefits.

The questionnaires are presented in Volume Il of McConnell, Ponza, and Cohen (1999).
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C Prior Experiences Recelving Food Stamps. Both participants and nonparticipants who
previously received food stamps in the previous three years were asked about their
experiences receiving food stamp benefits. We asked the nonparticipants who previousy
received food stamp benefits why they stopped receiving them.

C Food Security. All questionnaires contained questions to determine the food security of the
respondents’ households. Thelong questionnaires asked more questions, allowing amore
accurate measurement of food security.

C Household Composition and Demographic I nformation. We asked about the size and
composition of the household.

Thelong versionsof the questionnairesa so included questions about the receipt of food ass stance other
than food stamp benefits, earnings, characteristics of thejob of the prime earner in the household (working
questionnaires only), health (elderly only), social supports, income, expenses, vehicles owned by the
household and the respondent’ s knowledge of the FSP.

The questionnaireswere cognitively tested in-person on 16 low-income el derly and working persons
(Ponzaet a. 1997). Cognitivetestingisamethod used to identify problemswith the questionnaires such
asvagueor imprecisequestions, too abstract or difficult questions, vocabulary problems, and bias caused
by thewording or order of the questions. It involves techniques such as asking the respondents to think
aloud when they answer the questions, probing them on their responses, asking them to breakdown the
components of their answer, asking them to rate the accuracy of their answer to aquestion, and asking
them to paraphrase the question. Asaresult of the cognitive tests, we revised the wording of some
guestions, added some questions, and added response categories to some questions.

Because a national survey on nonparticipation would have to overcome these conceptual and

operational challenges, we conducted alarge pretest of the survey that began in January 1998 and lasted



for about three months.® The pretest took placein six urban sites (Boston, Massachusetts; Galveston,
Texas; Denver, Colorado; Philadel phia, Pennsylvania; Minneapolis, Minnesota; and Durham, North
Caralind) and two rura sites (Bedford County, Pennsylvania; and Murray, Lincoln, and Lyon Counties,
Minnesota).

Usingrandom-digit-dialing, wecalled nearly 17,000 tel ephone numbersto identify 484 nonparticipants
from working or ederly householdswho were likely to be eligible for food stamp benefits. We identified
92 FSP participants using random-digit-dialing and another 86 FSP participantsfrom lists of program
participants provided by state FSP agencies. A questionnaire was administered to 451 respondents who
met our criteriafor inclusion in the sample.

All theinitial screening interviewsand 85 percent of the questionnaires (both long and short) were
conducted by telephone. In anational survey the questionnaires may also be administered to some
househol dswithout tel ephones. To test whether the questionnaires could a so be administered in person,

we administered about 15 percent of the questionnaires (both long and short) in-person.

B. ORGANIZATION OF THE REST OF THE REPORT

Therest of the report conssts of two chapters. The next chapter summarizes what we currently know
about nonparticipation in the FSP by low-income working and elderly households based on the findings
fromthisstudy. Thefind chapter presents our recommendationsfor collecting more information about FSP

nonparticipation.

®McConnell, Ponza, and Cohen (1999) discusses the pretest and its findings in detail.
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I[I. OUR CURRENT KNOWLEDGE ABOUT FSP NONPARTICIPATION
OF WORKING AND ELDERLY HOUSEHOLDS

Arethelow rates of participation in the FSP among working and elderly FSP-eligible households a
reflection of alack of need for food stamp benefits by these households, or arethey anindication that the
programisnot fulfilling itsmission of providing food ass stanceto dl householdsthat need it? The answer
to this question isimportant in determining whether changes to the operation of the FSP are required.
However, we do not currently have sufficient evidence about the reasons for nonparticipation by these
groupsto answer thisquestion. This chapter describes what we know and what we don’t know about
FSP nonparticipation by working and elderly households.

The existing evidence on the reasons for nonparticipation comes from three main sources:

1. Comparisons of the Characteristics and Behavior of FSP Participants with Those of
FSP-Eligible Nonparticipants. Most of thisanayss has been conducted using either cross
sections or panel datafrom the SIPP (see, for example, McConnell and Nixon 1996). The
advantage of the SIPPisthat it provides sufficient information to obtain agood prediction of
FSP eligibility.

2. Focus Groups of Participants and Nonparticipants. Focus groups can provide arich
source of dataon the reasonsfor nonparticipation. Ponzaand Wray (1990) discussfindings
from 12 focus groups of low-income elderly in three cities. We also conducted 12 focus
groupsinsix stesaspart of the Working and Elderly Poor study (see McConnell and Ponza,
1996).

3. Surveys of Nonparticipants. A few household surveys have asked low-income
nonparticipantsdirectly why they do not participate. Theseincludethe 1980 and 1987 Panel
Study of Income Dynamics,’ the 1979-1980 Survey of Food Consumption in Low-Income
Households® the Supplemental Security Income (SSl)/Elderly Cashout

"See Coe (1983) and General Accounting Office (1988 and 1990).

8See Blaylock and Smallwood (1984).



Demongtration,® and the survey conducted for the Simplified Application Demongtration® The

findings of the pretest of the survey designed aspart of this Working and Elderly Poor study

are only suggestive because the samples are small and not nationally representative.™
The discussion in this chapter is based on al three sources.

The rest of this chapter is organized as follows. We begin, in Section A, by describing some
characteristics of FSP-eligibleworking and elderly households, the differences between FSP-eligible
working and elderly householdswho participate and do not participatein the FSP, and theratesat which
working and elderly households participate in the FSP. Section B discusses what we know about the
process of deciding whether to participateinthe FSP. Wethen describein Section C what we know about
the reasonsfor not participating inthe FSP. Findly, Section D identifiesthe gapsin our knowledge about
nonparticipation.

A. CHARACTERISTICS AND FSP PARTICIPATION OF WORKING AND ELDERLY

HOUSEHOLDS

This study focuses on nonparticipation by two groups of households: theworking and thedderly. We
define working househol ds as househol dsthat have someincome from earningsand e derly households as

households that have at least one member who is 60 or older.

1. Characteristics of FSP-Eligible Working and Elderly Households
Ananalysisof datafrom the SIPP conducted for this study suggeststhat FSP-eligible working and

elderly households have some smilarities. Both working and elderly FSP-eligible households have more

See Blanchard et al. (1982) and Hollenbeck and Ohls (1984).
0See Ohls et al. (1985).
1See McConnell, Ponza, and Cohen (1999).
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income and assets than other FSP-eligible households. Based on 1992 S| PP data, 46 percent of working
and 54 percent of dderly FSP-digible househol dshaveincome above the poverty line, compared with only
35 percent of dl FSP-dligible households. Working FSP-dligible households obtain most of their income
fromearnings, e derly FSP-dligible householdsobtain most of their incomefrom Socid Security, pensions,
and SSI. Both working and elderly FSP-ligible households are more likely than other FSP-eligible
households to have assets and to own their home.

In other ways, however, thetwo groupsare quite different. Working householdsarelarger and more
likely to have children than other FSP-eligible householdswhile elderly households are smaller and less
likely to have children than other FSP-dligible households. Half of working households consst of more than
one adult and one or more children, whereas approximately two-thirds of elderly householdsconsst of just
oneelderly person. Whileederly householdsaretypicdly eigiblefor low food stamp benefits, working
householdsaretypicaly digiblefor alarger than average benefit. Anaysesof apanel of SIPP datahave
found that working househol dstend to experience many changesin household and economic circumstances
and so move on and off the FSP frequently. Elderly households do not move on and off the FSP
frequently, reflecting lessfrequent changesin household or economic circumstances. And while households
with earnings are more likely than other househol ds to have experienced achange in household income or
composition preceding their entry into the FSP, househol ds with elderly persons are much lesslikely to

have experienced these changes preceding their entry into the FSP.

11



2. Comparisonsof the Characterigticsof Working and Elderly FSP Participantsand FSP-Eligible
Nonparticipants

Asistruefor al FSP-digible households, working and elderly FSP-eligible households that do not

participate in the FSP differ from those that do. The differences include:

C Households that do not participate in the FSP tend to be smaller on average than
participating ones. Nineteen percent of working FSP-eligible nonparticipant households
consist of only one person compared with 4 percent of working participant households.
Similarly, 68 percent of elderly FSP-€ligible nonparticipant househol ds consist of only one
person compared with 55 percent of elderly participant households.

C Children arelessprevalent in nonparticipant households. While children are present
in 60 percent of working FSP-eligible nonparticipant households, children are present in 83
percent of working participant households. Children are present inonly 6 percent of elderly
FSP-eligible nonparticipant households compared with 19 percent of elderly participant
households.

C Householdsthat do not participate in the FSP have a higher total income on average
than thosethat do participate. Fifty-seven percent of working FSP-eligible nonparticipant
households have income above the poverty line, compared with 50 percent of working
participant households. Fifty-one percent of elderly FSP-eligible nonparticipant households
have income above the poverty line, compared with 37 percent of elderly participant
households.

C Nonparticipantsare more likely than participants to have assets and own their homes.

C Thevalue of the food stamp benefits that would be given to nonparticipantsis lower
on average than the benefits actually received by FSP participants. Thisistrue even
after controlling for differences in household size.

¢ Nonparticipant households areless likely to participate in other assistance programs
such as Temporary Assstance for Needy Families(TANF), SSI, or Generd Assigtance (GA).

3. Participation Rates

Theratesat which working and elderly FSP-dligible househol ds participated in the FSP in January

1994 are presented in Table 11.1. For comparison, we also present the overall FSP participation rate.
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TABLEII.1

FSP PARTICIPATION RATES: JANUARY 1994

Number of Households in Thousands

Participation Rate
Type of Household Participants ~ Nonparticipants  All FSP-Eligible
Working 2,301 2,725 5,026 45.8%
Elderly 1,908 3,506 5414 35.2%
All 10,840 4,909 15,749 68.8%

SOURCE: Stavrianos (1997)

These participation rateswere derived from estimates of the number of FSP-dligible householdsfromthe
SIPP and estimates of the number of participants from FSP administrative data.

Both working and elderly househol ds have particularly low rates of participationinthe FSP. Only
about 46 percent of working FSP-eligible households and 35 percent of elderly FSP-eligible households
participated inthe program. Thiscompareswith aparticipation ratefor all FSP-eligible househol ds of
about 69 percent. And the numbers of working and elderly householdswho do not participate arelarge.
About 2.7 million working households and 3.5 million e derly householdswho are probably digiblefor food
stamp benefits do not participate in the program.

Animportant finding from our study is that the lower participation rates by working and elderly
households cannot be explained soldy by their income, assets, and homeownership. Working and elderly
householdsboth havere atively highincome, moreva uableassets, and high frequency of homeownership-

-all characteristics associated with nonparticipation. However, we found that working and elderly
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householdsstill had significantly lower participation rates even after we controlled for these and other

economic and demographic household characteristics.

B. THE PARTICIPATION DECISION

How do low-income househol ds decide whether or not to participate in the FSP? Thefactorsthat
influence the decision are discussed in length in the next section, which focuses on the reasons for
nonparticipation. Thissection discussesthe processof deciding whether or not to participate, based mainly
on focus group discussions. We begin by discussing the sequence of decisionsthat typically leadsto

participation in the FSP and the influence of others on the decision of whether or not to participate.

1. The Sequence of Decisions

For many householdsin the Working and Elderly Poor focus groups, the process of determining
whether to participatein the FSPinvol ved making two decisions: (1) deciding whether the household needs
food assistance, and then (2) considering the best source of assistance among those available.

When making the decision about whether it needsfood assistance, ahousehold usually considersthe
resourcesit has left for food after paying rent and utilities, medicines, and making mortgage and car
payments. Research using the SIPP aswell asthe Working and Elderly Poor focus groups point to two
main types of eventsthat trigger the decision that the household needs food assistance: (1) changesin
income, such asachangein employment status, earnings, or unearned nontransfer income (such aschild
support), and (2) family composition changes, such asachangein marital status, the death of aspouse, or
the birth of achild. When focus group members were asked about what led them to gpply for food samp

benefits, some of their typical comments included:

14



“1 [am usually] working full-time, but my doctor [said | could only work] part-time for a
while.” (Working focus group member).

“For five years| didn't work. | stayed at home with my children and then all of a sudden |
found myself divorced and raising kids on my own, and you know, | had no work experience to
be able to get out and make a decent living.” (Working focus group member).

“Divorce. | had money coming in off a judgement until | was 65 and it ended when | was 65.”

(Elderly focus group member).

Thefirst sources of assistance considered by many of the members of the focus groupswere family,
relatives, and friends. However, sometimesthistype of help is not available because the person has no
family, hasno family nearby, or thefamily isunable or does not want to provide ass stance (because, for
example, the person has been “disowned” by the family).

If informal sourcesare not available, households then typically examine the more formal sources of
assi stance such asfood baskets, food pantries, soup kitchens, commodity distribution programs, and the
FSP. In deciding between these sources, most househol dsweigh the advantages and di sadvantages of
each. The advantage of obtaining food assi stance from sources other than the FSP, according to focus
group members, isthat it iseasier. Obtaining food from other sources usually does not require along
gpplication process; frequently the household just needsto say that it islow-income and livesin a specific
area. Despitethisadvantage, thesetypes of assistance are not always available, and some focus group

members said that when they areavailablethey do not provide sufficient food or that thefood is sometimes

spoiled, or unhealthy “junk” food.

2. Others Influence on the Decision
Most focusgroup members said that the decision of whether to participate in the FSPwastheir own.

Thisis consistent with the Working and Elderly Poor pretest findings; few respondents said that an
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important reason they did not participate wasthat relatives or friendsdid not want them to do so. But the
discussionsin the focus groups reved ed that other family members, friends, clergy, and socid workers do
influence the decision of whether to participate. In many casesthese other people encouraged the focus
group member to apply for food stamp benefits. In other cases, however, other people, most frequently
other family members, discouraged the focus group member from applying, giving reasonsrelated to the
stigma associated with receiving food stamp benefitsSome e derly focus group membersfdt that they
had never madethe*decision” to participate. These members had been unaware of the FSP until case
managers from hospitals or socia services had urged them to participate and had completed most of the

application process for them.

C. REASONS FOR NONPARTICIPATION IN THE FSP
The reasons working and elderly househol ds decide not to participate in the FSP fal into five broad

categories.

1. Lack of Information. Thisincludes an unawareness of the existence of the FSP, lack of
knowledge of where or how to apply for food stamp benefits, and misperceptions about
eligibility.

2. A Perceived Lack of Need. Thisis a perception that the respondent does not need food
stamp benefits, the belief that other househol ds need food stamp benefits more, or abdief that
the respondent’ s need is only temporary.

3. Low Expected F SP Benefits. Some households may think it is not worthwhile to apply for
food stamp benefitsif they are eligible for only a small amount of benefits.

4. Program Administration. The flip side of alow benefit from applying is the cost of
participating in the program. Thetime, money, and hasseinvolved in the application and
recertification process may discourage participation.

5. Stigma and Other Psychological Reasons. Another “cost” that may discourage
participation is the stigmaand other negative feelings that are sometimes associated with
participating in assistance programs.
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We know of no evidence that suggests other reasons for nonparticipation by working or elderly
households. IntheWorking and Elderly Poor pretest, after asking the nonparticipating respondents about
each of these reasons, we asked whether there were “other” reasons that the respondents did not
participate. No respondents described a reason that did not fit into one of our five categories.*?

All exigting evidence suggeststhat each of thesereasonsisapplicablefor at least some householdsthat
do not participate. It isaso gpparent that more than one of these reasonsis applicable for nearly all
nonparticipating households. For example, being eigiblefor only asmall amount of food stamp benefits
would probably not be aconcerniif the household thought it would be costlessto apply for and recaive the
benefits. Householdsthat say they do not participate because they do not know how to go about applying
would presumably find out how to apply if the expected FSP benefits were high enough.

Therest of thissection discusses each reason for nonparticipation and the existing evidence about its

importance in explaining the low participation rates among working and elderly households.

1. Lack of Information

Much of the available evidence suggeststhat alack of information is an important deterrent to FSP
participation by low-income working and elderly households. The main information problem seemsto be
that many low-income households do not think they are eligiblefor food stamp benefits. When asked
directly in surveys about why they do not participate, between one-third and one-half of nonparticipants

say they think they areindligible.® Similar proportions of respondentsto the pretest of theWorking and

2Although some responses were nonsensical.

BInthe 1980 Pand Study of Income Dynamics, 54 percent of nonparticipants said they thought they
(continued...)

17



Elderly Poor survey thought they wereineligible. Many members of the Working and Elderly Poor
nonparticipant focus groups also reported that they did not participate because they thought they were
ineligible.

When asked in the Working and Elderly Poor pretest and focus groups why they thought they were
ineligible most people said that their income was too high or their assetstoo valuable. Some thought
incorrectly that they were categorically ineligible for food stamp benefits, because, for example, they were
working, did not have children, or were elderly. However, none of the focus group members that thought
they wereineligible had goneto the FSP office within the previous two monthsto check on ther digibility.
Thelr assessment was based on what they had been told by family or friends or by comparisonsthat they
made of their circumstances with those of other smilar people. For example, oneederly nonparticipant
focus group member said:

“ My cousin, she, the money that she gets don’t equal to mine, but she gets only $10, so | know

| wouldn't get nothing.”

Other focus group membersthought they wereindigible becausethey had been found indigiblefor food
stamp benefits previoudy, often more than ayear ago, and till believed they were indigible despite changes
in their circumstances.

Despitethisevidence, however, we cannot conclude that an incorrect perception of ineligibility isan

important reason for nonparticipation, because many of the survey respondents and focus group members

13(....continued)
wereineligible (Coe 1983). Similarly, 51 percent of nonparticipants thought they wereindigiblein the
1987 Panel Study of Income Dynamics (Genera Accounting Office 1988). Inthe SSI/Elderly Cashout
Demongtration survey, 33 percent of nonparticipantssaidthey thought they wereindigible (Hollenbeck and
Ohls 1984).
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may actually beineligible. To determine theimportance of this reason, we need to know whether the
nonparticipant isactudly FSP-digible. Determining FSP digibility requires detailed information on income,
assets, expenses, and household composition. No nationa ly-representative survey that asked questions
about nonparticipation has collected thisdetailed information.**  And the members of the Working and
Elderly Poor nonparticipant focus groups were identified using only asimple income screen and so could
beineligible for food stamp benefits.

Another reason people may not apply for food stamp benefitsisthat they are unaware of the existence
of the FSP. We have no hard evidence on how many low-income people are unaware of the program.
However, about 12 percent of ederly nonparticipants and about 3 percent of working nonparticipantswho
responded to the Working and Elderly Poor survey pretest said they had never heard of the FSP before
thesurvey interview. Similarly, afew focus group members said they had never heard of the program
before they were contacted for the study.

Many focus group members and respondentsto the Working and Elderly Poor survey pretest said
they did not know where to go to apply for food stamp benefits. However, most of these focus group
membersand pretest respondents also said that thiswas not the main reason that they did not participate.
When focus group members said that thiswas the reason that they did not participate, further probing

revealed that these people were too embarrassed to find out about the program.

2. Perceived Lack of Need
A perception that the household “can get by” without food stamp benefits or that “others need them

more” were frequently given as reasonsfor not participating in the FSP by both survey respondents and

¥Although the Working and Elderly Poor survey does ask detailed questions to determine FSP
eligibility, the pretest sample was small and not nationally-representative
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focus group members. In the survey of the SSI/Elderly Cashout Demonstration, 37 percent of the
househol ds who had never applied for food stamp benefits said they did not need food stamp benefits
(Hollenbeck and Ohls 1984), and 27 percent of nonparticipants surveyed in the Survey of Food
Consumption in Low-Income Househol ds believed that other househol ds needed food stamp more than
they did (Blaylock and Smallwood 1984). In the Working and Elderly Poor survey pretest, many
respondents said they could get by on their own without food stamp benefits, and about one-quarter gave
thisasthe most important reason they did not participate. Similarly, in theWorking and Elderly Poor
focusgroups, many focus group membersreported that they could get by without food stamp benefits.

Examples of comments made by members of working nonparticipant focus groups are:

“For me, theway it isright now, | can do without....[ but] it depends on my job stability.
“ Like sometimes it getsreal tight, but | just barely makeit, so, [| don’t participate] .”

“Well, ....[| don't participate because] | don’t feel desperate enough.”

Typical comments made by members of the elderly nonparticipant focus groups included:

“1 can buy my own food and pay my rent and | just figured | don’t need them.”

“| thought, well, aslong as | can get along without it, Il do so.”

The degree of need for food stamp benefitsis clearly an important determinant of FSP participation.
Householdsthat participate in the FSP are much morelikely to befood insecure than householdsthat do
not participate. Usingthe SIPPWell-Being M odule, McConnell and Nixon (1996) found that 11 percent
of al participant householdsreported that they sometimes or often did not have enough to eat, compared

with lessthan 6 percent of al nonparticipant households thought to be dligible for food stamp benefits.
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Anaysesof food security datafrom the April 1995 Food Security Supplement of the Current Population
Survey found similar results.

Inthefocusgroup discussons, the difference between what participants and nonparticipants said about
the need for food stlamp benefitswas striking. Nearly all of the participant focus group members said they
“redly needed” food ass stance, and thisneed overwhe med any rel uctance they had about applying. Many

working focus group members pointed to the need to feed their children:

“|1 have a one-year old to feed. | mean, yeah, | can skip meals, but she can’'t.”

“We owned a restaurant here in town and basically lost everything. And we had no choice. We

have five children and we needed to eat.”

A lack of needislikely to be amore important reason for nonparticipation by ederly households than
by working households. Thisisbecausethereisconsderable evidencethet, in generd, low-incomeelderly
households are more food secure than low-income working households. Only two percent of low-income
elderly householdsin the SIPPWell-Being Modul e reported that they sometimes or often did not have
enough to eat, compared with seven percent of working low-income households (M cConnell and Nixon
1996).

Thereiscompelling evidencethat alack of need for food slamp benefitsis an important reason for the
low rates of participation by elderly households and, athough to alesser extent, by working households.
However, one should not concludethat thisisthe most important reason for nonparticipation until two
issues are addressed. Thefirst of these issuesis whether those who say they don’t need food stamp

benefits actualy have resourcesthat makethem ineligiblefor food stamp benefits. Asdiscussed earlier,
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many of therespondentsto previous surveysand many focusgroup memberscould well beindigiblefor
food stamp benefits, and households that are FSP-ineligible are less likely to need food assistance.

The second issueishow food secure the nonparticipantswho say they do not need food stamp benefits
realy are. No nationally-representative survey hasincluded both questionsabout nonparticipation and
guestions about food security. Evidencefrom the Working and Elderly Poor questionnairesand focus
groupswould suggest that at least some of the people who said they did not need food stamp benefitswere
not food secure. Somefocusgroup memberswho said they did not need food stamp benefitslater talked
about cutting back on meal portions, eating alot of bread, rice, and beans, or going to other people’s
houses for meals when there was not enough to eat. When probed about thisinconsistency, the focus
group memberstalked about wishing to be*independent” and not wishingtofed likea“failure” because
they needed food stamp benefits. Someworking focusgroup memberstalked about believing their need

for food assistance was only temporary until they obtained a better-paying job.

3. Expected Benefits Are Too L ow

In deciding whether to participate in the FSP, many low-income househol dsin need of food assistance
appear to weigh the benefits and costs of receiving food stamp benefits. The main component of the
“benefit” isthe amount of food stamp benefitsthey would receive. Multivariate anaysesof thedecison
to participate have found that the likelihood of households' participation in the FSPincreaseswith the size
of the benefit they would receive. Thisistruefor all FSP-dligible households and also for working and

elderly FSP-eligible households.™®

BAlthough for elderly householdswho aredigiblefor large benefit amounts, an increasein the benefit
amount decreasesthelikelihood that they will participate. Thispuzzling finding wasfound by both Martini
(1992) and McConnell and Nixon (1996).
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The existing evidence, dthough far from conclusive, suggeststhat alow benefit amount isnot amgor
reason for nonparti cipation among working and elderly households. A low benefit amount wasareason
given for nonparticipation by only asmall proportion of respondentsin both the Panel Study of Income
Dynamics, the Survey of Food Consumption in Low-Income Households, and the Working and Elderly
Poor pretest. When surveys havefound that low benefits were cited more frequently, thisreason was
aways coupled with acomment about the costs of gpplying for food slamp benefits. In the survey for the
SSI/Elderly Cashout Demondtration, for example, about one-fifth of the respondentswho had never applied
for food stamp benefits said they had not applied because the food stamp benefits were not worth the
hasdes and other costsrequired to obtain them. Similar comments were made in the Working and Elderly
Poor focus groups.

A low benefit amount is probably amoreimportant reason for nonparticipation by elderly households
than by working househol ds, because elderly households aretypically eigiblefor only asmall benefit
amount, whileworking households aretypicdly digiblefor alarge benefit amount. Usng 1992 SIPP data,
wefound that, overal, FSP-digible househol dswere digiblefor an average of $144in benefits; working
FSP-dligible householdswereon average digiblefor $161; and e derly FSP-dligible householdswere on
average digiblefor only $71 in benefits. Only 13 percent of al FSP-dligible households were digible for
food stamp benefitsof $10 or less, compared with 8 percent of working FSP-dligible households and 27

percent of elderly FSP-eligible households.

4. ReasonsRelated to Program Administration
Low-income households may be deterred from applying for food stamp benefits because of the
perceived time, money, or hassleinvolved in participating in the program. Tablel1.2 presentsalist of the

main concerns related to applying and recertifying for food stamp benefits cited by FSP
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TABLEII.2

POTENTIAL CONCERNS RELATED TO PROGRAM ADMINISTRATION

1. Gettingtothe FSP Office IsDifficult

C

Problemsfinding and expense associated with obtai ning transportation to and fromthe
FSP office

Physical difficulties getting to and from the FSP office because of poor health or
disabilities

Difficulties taking time off work or school to go to the FSP office
Losing pay while at the FSP office

Having to arrange for dependent care while at the FSP office

2. Applying and Recertifying is Time-Consuming and Complicated

C

C

Having to wait along time to be served in the FSP office
Length and complexity of the application form
Difficulties getting all the necessary paperwork

Length of the whole application process

3. Questions at Application and Recertification Are Too Personal

C

C

Questionsabout who livesinthehousehold, especidly aboyfriend or child’ sfather
Questions about income sources, especialy child support

Questions about assets

Questions about citizenship

Questions about disabilities
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TABLE 1.2 (con't)

4. FSP Office Staff Are Perceived to Be Disrespectful

C Staff make comments that are viewed as disrespectful

5. The FSP Officeis Unpleasant or Unsafe
C Unpleasantness of the inside of the FSP office building
C Unpleasantness of waiting with the other applicants
C Thecrimeratein the neighborhood

C Lack of parking

participantsin previous surveys, focus groupsin this and other studies, and the Working and Elderly Poor
pretest.

Applying for food stamp benefitsistime-consuming and can involve substantia expenses. Bartlett et
al. (1992) estimated that on average it takesnearly five hoursto complete the application process, which
involves out-of-pocket expensesof over $10. However, current evidence from surveysand focusgroups
suggeststhat whilethe cog, intermsof time, money, and hasde, of applying and recertifying for food stamp
benefits does discourage some people from participating, it is probably not the major reason for

nonparticipation for most households.
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5. Stigmaor Other Psychological Reasons

Undoubtedly, thereisastigmaassociated with applying for and using food stamp benefits. Painful
experiencesthat focus group members have ether been through or fear going through during the gpplication
processinclude: embarrassment, asense of failure, hurt pride, and the perception that they havelost their
independence. Many focus group members believed that they would be treated disrespectfully by
caseworkers. Focusgroup membersa so talked about the humiliation of using food stamp benefitsbecause
of the coupons’ visihility.?®* They talked of store employeesand other customers making comments about
what they were buying or about their use of food slamp benefits. The comments of focus group members
areilluminating:

“I'mvery prideful, [1 don’t participate in the FSP because] it kind of embarrasses me. Because

everybody says, well, sheworks at [retail store] and she makes big bucks. But it’s not true.” (A

working participant focus group member).

“Yeah. Food stamps mean welfare, and welfare meansyou' retrash.” (A working nonparticipant
focus group member).

“1 wouldn't admit to the fact that | would need help.” (A working nonparticipant focus group
member).

“[Applying for food stamps] is very degrading and humiliating. They [the FSP] want you to
get on your knees.” (A working nonparticipant focus group member.)

“ My feeling would be that [if | applied for food stamps] | must have failed someplace along the
way. | haven't tried hard enough. | haven’t taken that good care of my money.” (An elderly
nonparticipant focus group member).

“We didn't grow up with [accepting welfare] . Wereally grew up in a work ethic. We did our
own.” (An elderly nonparticipant focus group member).

1%Evidence suggeststhat an Electronic Benefit Transfer card, which e ectronically debitsthevalueof
purchases from afood stamp account, isless visible and hence less embarrassing to use than coupons
(Beecroft et al. 1994).
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“Its about being independent. You want to be independent and not use them. You want to take
care of yourself.” (An elderly nonparticipant focus group member).

Survey evidence d so suggests that many low-income householdsfed that thereisa stigmaassociated
with food stamps. Inthe SSI/Elderly Cashout Demonstration survey, Hollenbeck and Ohls (1984) found
that only about one-fifth of elderly participants and nearly one-third of elderly nonparticipantswere or
would be bothered by accepting food stamp coupons. Similar percentages of respondentsin the pretest
of the Working and Elderly Poor survey reported feeling embarrassed about applying for or using food
stamp benefits.

Despitethe strong evidence that some peoplefed that thereisastigmaabout participating, thereis
uncertainty about how important stigmais asareason for nonparticipation. No nationa survey has asked
directly whether thisisareason for nonparticipation. In the pretest of the Working and Elderly Poor
survey, lessthan one-quarter of respondents said thiswas areason they did not participate, and lessthan
five percent said it was the most important reason they did not participate.

D. GAPS IN OUR KNOWLEDGE ABOUT THE REASONS FOR LOW FSP

PARTICIPATION IN WORKING AND ELDERLY HOUSEHOLDS

Existing research on the reasons for nonparticipation in the FSP hasidentified a set of reasonsthat we
believeexplainsnearly dl of the FSP nonparticipation. However, wedo not haveathorough understanding
of the relative importance of each specific reason for the population of nonparticipants asawhole, and we
have even less of an understanding of the relative importance of each reason for working and elderly
households.

Two reasonsfor nonparticipation stand out asimportant among available evidence: aperception that
food stamp benefits are not needed and a perception that the household is not eligible for food stamp

benefits. However, nearly al this evidenceis based on groups of survey respondents or focus group
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membersthat may include personswho are not digible for food stamp benefits. Most focus groups and
surveys of the reasonsfor nonparticipation used only crudeincome screensto determine FSP digibility.
McConndl (1997) showsthat evenif incomeisreported accurately, over one-quarter of householdsfound
to be FSP-dligible usng an income screen of 130 percent of poverty would actudly be ineligible based on
the household’ s assets and income net of earnings and other deductions. Including these ineligible
householdsin the samples of nonparticipantswill bias upward the proportion of people reporting that they
do not participate because they think they areineligible or becausethey do not need food stamp benefits.
While previousresearch has made avail able some useful information about nonparticipation, it has not
been ableto provide firm conclusions about the relative importance of each reason for nonparticipation.
Thisismainly because existing surveysthat include questions on nonparticipation have four important
weaknesses:

1. They asked general, open-ended questionsthat elicited general answers. For example,
acommon responseto agenera question about why the household did not participate wasthat
“the benefits are not worth the hasse.” We do not know from this response whether the
respondent thought that the food stamp benefitswere particularly low, the hasse particularly
great, or both. We also do not know the nature and cause of the “hassle.”

2. They did not collect sufficient information to make a good determination of FSP
eligibility. Asdiscussed above, including householdsthat are FSP-ineligible will biasthe
survey findings.

3. Most of the surveys did not ask questions about food security. Thisis an important
omission because whether nonparticipation is a cause for concern depends on whether

nonparticipants are food secure.

4. The sample sizes of nonparticipants were small. This precludes making statistically
significant inferences about nonparticipation in working and el derly households.
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Whilefocusgroup discussionscan beilluminating, what people say inafocusgroup isoften affected
by the dynamics of the discussion. Moreover, care should be taken in generalizing from focus groups
findings because the people who agree to participate in focus groups are smal in number, not nationa ly
representative, and may differ in important ways from the people who choose not to attend the focus
groups.

We can only conjecture about possible reasonsfor identified differencesin the characteristics of FSP
participants and FSP-€ligible nonparticipants found in household survey data. Andin many casesthe
association of a characteristic with FSP participation is consistent with more than one reason for
nonparticipation. For example, the association between FSP participation and participation in other
assstance programs(suchas SSl, TANF, or GA) iscons stent with househol ds not partici pating because
they don’t know about the FSP but |earn about it when they apply for other assistance; with households
not needing food stamp benefits or other assistance; and with the “costs’ of applying for food stamp

benefits being lower when households already receive other assistance.
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[11. LEARNING MORE ABOUT FSP NONPARTICIPATION:
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR CONDUCTING A NATIONAL SURVEY

Whileexigting research hasidentified many possible reasonsfor FSP nonparticipation by working and
elderly households, we do not yet have agood understanding of the relative importance of each reason.
Existing surveys have asked open-ended questions about general reasons for nonparticipation, have not
collected sufficient information to determine FSP digibility, have not collected data on food security, and
have used only small samples of working and elderly households. Thefindingsfrom focusgroupsare
limited becausethey are based on small samples of peoplewho are not nationdly-representative. Reasons
for nonparticipation can only beinferred from comparisonsof the characteristicsof participantsand FSP-
eligible nonparticipants.

Based on thisevidence, we can only speculate about the appropriate policy responsesto thelow rate
of participation inthe FSP by working and €l derly households. Addressing the question of whether the low
participation ratesare an indication that policy changes are needed and, if so, what types of changes should
be made, requires anational survey of working and el derly FSP-eligible nonparticipants such asthe one
designed for this study. This chapter describes our recommendationsfor how asurvey on nonparticipation
should be conducted. We begin by discussing our recommendationsfor the content of the questionnaires

on nonparticipation. We then discuss our recommendations for the design of the survey.

A. THE CONTENT OF THE NONPARTICIPATION QUESTIONNAIRES
Our study of thereasonsfor nonparticipation hasidentified six typesof questionsthat any questionnaire
about the reasonsfor nonparticipation shouldinclude. Theseare: (1) direct closed-ended questions about

thereasonsfor nonparticipation, (2) questionsto determine the household’ sFSP digihility, (3) questions
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to determine the household' slevel of food security, (4) questions about the household’ s sources of food
assistance other than food stamp benefits, (5) questions about the household’ s previous experiences
applying for and using food stamp benefits, and (6) questions about demographic characteristics of the
household. All thesetypes of questions were included in the long versions of the questionnaires designed
for thisstudy.'” We dso recommend that the questionnaires be short. We discuss each recommendation
below.
1. TheQuestionnairesShould Include Structur ed Closed-Ended QuestionsAbout the Reasons

for Nonparticipation

In previous surveysthe questions about nonparticipation weretypically broad and open-ended and
elicited responses that were too vagueto inform policy decisons. Hencein theWorking and Elderly Poor
guestionnairesweincluded aseriesof direct closed-ended questions about the reasonsfor nonparticipation.
Each question asked whether a particular reason was gpplicableto the respondent. At the end of the series
of questionswe asked whether therewere other reasonsfor the respondent’ snonparticipationinthe FSP.
We also asked which was the most important reason that the respondent did not participate. These
closed-ended questionsworked well. Ontheir own, they provided agreat deal of detailed information
about the reasons for nonparticipation and allowed us to rank the importance of each reason.

We also recommend that the questionnairesinclude follow-up questions about each reason given by
the respondent, asthe Working and Elderly Poor questionnairesdo. Often thesefollow-up questionsare
needed to obtain sufficient information to recommend apolicy change, if oneisnecessary. For example,

wemay learn that elderly persons are deterred from participating because the caseworkers ask too many

As aresult of our experience in the pretest we recommend some minor revisions to these
guestionnaires (McConnell, Ponza, and Cohen 1999).
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personal questions during the application process. If thiswerethe case, we would liketo learn which

guestions were particularly offensive to the applicant.

2. The Questionnaires Should Collect I nformation to Deter mine FSP Eligibility

Inany analysisof thereasonsfor FSP nonparticipation it isimportant that the sample contain only
personswho are digiblefor food stamp benefits. Including personswho are not digiblefor food stamp
benefits will biasthe findings. When asked why they do not participate in the FSP, persons who are
ineligiblefor food samp benefits are more likely to say that they do not need food stamp benefits and that
they think (correctly) that they areineligible for food stamp benefits.

Because of concerns about people breaking off theinterview, theinterviewer cannot ask al the detailed
questions required to accuratedly determine FSP digibility during the screening interview. However, some
of these questions can be asked later, during the main part of the interview, when the interviewer has
established arapport with therespondent. When the survey dataare andyzed, thisinformation can be used
to make abetter determination of FSP digibility, and sample memberswho do not ssemto be FSPdigible
can be removed from the analysis sample.

We recommend that the questionnairesinclude detailed questions about household size, income,
expenses, vehicles owned by the household, whether the household contains adisabled person (as defined
by the FSP), and whether the household containsnon-U.S. citizens. Werecommend that the questionnaires
ask for household income by source, asthissignificantly reducesthelikelihood of it being underreported
(Citroand Michadl 1995). Werecommend that the questionnaires ask questionsabout vehicles because
these questions are easy to answer, nonthreatening, and vehicles make up a substantial proportion of the
assets of low-income households. We a so recommend that respondents just be asked whether their

financial assets exceed the FSP eligibility threshold rather than the amount or type of their assets.
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(Questions about whether the respondent’ s assets exceeded a threshold were included in the Working and
Elderly Poor screening interview). Experience has shown that asking detailed questions about financia
assetsleads to ahigh rate of people refusing to complete the interview, both because they are difficult
guestions to answer and because people are wary about providing information about their assets to

telephone interviewers.

3. TheQuestionnaires Should Include Questions About Food Security

Any survey designed to determine the reasons for FSP nonparticipation should collect data on food
security. Whether or not the nonparticipants are food secure is key to determining whether low FSP
participation rates are cause for concern. 1f many FSP-eligible nonparticipants are found to be food
insecure and in need of assstance, the FSPis not meeting its mission of providing food assstanceto those
who needit. However, if most FSP-dligible nonparticipants are food secure, the FSP may be meeting its
mission of providing food ass stance to those who need it, in which caselow rates of participation are not
acause for concern.

Dataon food security may aso shed light on the underlying reasonsfor nonparticipation. Inthe pretest,
many nonparticipants interviewed gave a perceived lack of need for food stamp benefits as the most
important reason for nonparticipation. From apolicy perspective, it isimportant to determine whether
those respondents who said they did not need food stamp benefits actually were food secure. Our
experience based on the focus groups and the Working and Elderly Poor pretest was that some persons
who said they did not need food stamp benefits were actualy food insecure, reporting, for example, that

they were anxiousthat their food would run out, that they ate only low-cost food, or sometimes did not eat
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enough. One explanation isthat some people may deny needing food stamp benefits because they are
embarrassed to admit to their need.
4. TheQuestionnaires Should Include Questions About Sour cesof Food Assistance Other Than

Food Stamp Benefits

Thequestionnairesabout nonparti ci pati on shoul d include questionson whether therespondent receives
other food assistance, and if he or she does, what types of food assstance these are. Knowing the other
food assistance programs used by |ow-income nonparticipants may allow the FSP to coordinate FSP
outreach with these programs. Also, with thisinformation we can address the questions of whether
nonparticipant householdsthat are food secure are so because they have low food needs and few other
demandson their income or becausethey arereceiving food assistance from other sources. The policy
response may differ depending on whether these nonparticipants receive assistance from friends or
relatives, other government programs, or from private programs such as churches, charities, or other
community organizations.
5. TheQuestionnaires Should Ask Nonparticipants About Previous Experiences Applying for

and Using Food Stamp Benefits

At minimum, aquestionnai re about nonparticipation should ask nonparticipantsthefollowing questions:
whether they have begun the FSP application process within the previous severa years, whether they
completed the gpplication process, whether they werefound digible, and whether they received food stamp
benefits. 1dedly the questionnaire should a so ask about their experienceswith the FSP. Thisinformation
can shed light on whether some of the reasons for nonparticipation are based on redl information about the
program or on misperceptions or fearsby determining, for example, whether the people who think that

the application processwill be complicated have had experience with the process. A sufficiently large
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number of nonparticipants have had previous experiences applying for and using food stamp benefitsto
make including these questions worthwhile. In the pretest of the Working and Elderly Poor
guestionnaires, we found that 19 percent of working nonparticipants and 10 percent of elderly

nonparticipants had received food stamp benefits in the previous three years.

6. TheQuedtionnaires Should Include Questions About Household Demogr aphic Char acteristics

From apolicy perspective, it isimportant to determine whether there are identifiabl e subgroups of
working or ederly low-income households that have particular reasons for nonparticipation. Hencewe
recommend that the questionnairesinclude questions about the age, gender, and relationships of members
of the household and about the race/ethnicity and education level of the respondent. Theseare simple
guestions that are neither time-consuming to answer nor, in general, threatening.
7. The Questionnaires Should Address FSP Nonparticipation Issues Arising From Recent

Welfare Reform

The recent declinein FSP participation, from 11 million householdsin 1996 to 8 million householdsin
1998, cannot befully explained by adecrease in the number of householdsin poverty. Thissuggeststhat
changes associated with the welfare reform provisions of the Personal Responsibility and Work
Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 may have decreased FSP participation rates. Of the two
population groups of interest in this study, welfare reform is more likely to have affected working
househol ds, who because they have often have children, may havereceived TANF. Elderly households
arenot directly affected by welfare reform but may have been affected indirectly, perhgpsthrough changes
in attitudestoward welfare. Although aone-time survey cannot fully explorethe reasonsfor changesin
the FSP participation rate, we recommend that the questionnaires be revised to include questions that

explore the link between FSP participation and welfare reform.
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Welfare reform may have affected the FSP participation rate in three main ways. First, FSP
participants who stop receiving TANF benefits because they find work, reach the time limit, or are
sanctioned for not meeting work requirements may discontinue recel pt of food stamp benefits even though
they may Hill beeligibleto receivethem. Thismay be because they think incorrectly that their households
areno longer eigiblefor food stamp benefits, they no longer think it isworth the*“hasd€e’ to receivejust
food stamp benefits, or they want to be free of recelving any government assistance. Caseworkers may
asonot beinforming clientsthat they are il digiblefor food stamp benefits, and in some cases, may even
beincorrectly terminating benefits. We recommend that when respondents are asked about why they
stopped receiving food stamps benefitsin the survey, they should be asked whether they stopped receiving
TANF benefitsat about the sametime. If they did, follow-up questions can explore how the cessation of
TANF affected their FSP participation. The respondents can be asked whether they thought their
householdswere no longer dligiblefor food stamp benefits, and if so, whether this perception was based
on information provided by the caseworker or some other source.

Second, welfare reform may have reduced the likelihood that a person applying for TANF would aso
apply for food stamp benefits. Although food stamp applications can still be made at the sametime as
TANF applications, local caseworkers may belesslikely to tell applicants that they are eligiblefor food
stamp benefits. Many states have devel oped diversion programsthat discourage peoplefrom going onto
TANF. Some diversion programs offer TANF agpplicants a one-time lump-sum payment instead of
monthly TANF benefits; othersrequire applicantsto engagein job search asacondition to be met before
they aredigiblefor TANF. Applicantsdiverted from TANF may not be awarethat they are still eigible
for food stlamp benefits. Caseworkersmay not beinforming them about food stamp benefitsand may even

be improperly holding up the processing of FSP applications until the applicant has completed pre-
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application proceduresfor TANF. Thissuggeststhat the questionnaires should ask respondents not only
whether they have recently applied for food stamp benefits, but aso whether they have recently applied
for TANF benefits. Respondentswho have recently applied for TANF benefits should be asked follow-up
guestions about whether they weretold about their eigibility for food stamp benefitswhen they applied for
TANF benefits and if they were encouraged by eligibility workersto apply for food stamp benefits also.
Third, welfarereform may haveincreased theimportance of psychologica reasonsfor not participating
inthe FSP. Wdfare reform transformed Aid to Families with Dependent Children from an entitlement
program which provided monthly cash assistance to a work-oriented transitional assistance program
(TANF) inwhich employment and leavingwelfareisthegod. Thistransformation may haveincreasedthe
working and e derly peoples desrefor saf-sufficiency and increased the stigmaof applying for and using
food stamp benefits. The questionnaires aready include questions about whether the respondent did or
would fedl embarrassed applying for and/or using food stamp benefits. For those respondentswho report
feeling astigmaassociated with applying for and/or using food stamp benefits, follow-up questionsin the
questionnaires could ask whether the respondents fed that the stigma associated with food stamp benefits
hasincreased in recent years. Nonparticipants could be asked whether their desire to be self-sufficient was

important in their decision to not participate in the FSP.

8. The Questionnaires Should be Fairly Short
Ideally asurvey of nonparticipation would includeal the questionsincluded in thelong versons of the
Working and Elderly Poor questionnairesthat we designed and tested. However, thelong versions of

the questionnairestook an average of 26 minutesto administer by telephone.’® Because of concerns about

BTheinterviews took about 9 minutes longer on average when administered in-person.
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respondent burden and response rates, we recommend instead using adightly shorter version of these
questionnairesthat would take about 20 minutesto administer.® We recommend retaining only the six
types of questions discussed in this section. We recommend dropping from these questionnaires the
following questions. questions about the rece pt of food stamp benefits by the respondent asachild and by
therespondent’ sfriends, neighbors, and rdl atives, questions about empl oyment; questions about health and
cognitive and physica functioning; and questions about socid supports availableto the respondent. While
these questionsareinteresting, we did not think that these questionsyielded sufficient information about

nonparticipation to justify the amount of time required to ask and answer them.

B. THE DESIGN OF THE SURVEY

Several conceptual and operational challenges need to be addressed before a survey about
nonparticipation inthe FSPis conducted. These chalengesinclude identifying nonparticipantswhen no ligs
of nonparticipantsareavailable, screening for nonparticipantsdigiblefor thesurvey, identifying participants
(if they areto beincluded in the survey), and identifying and interviewing househol dsthat do not have

telephones. This section recommends ways to meet these challenges.

¥The screening interview would add another three to four minutes.
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1. FSP-EligibleHouseholds Should Be I dentified for a Stand-Alone Survey Usng Random-Digit-
Dialing

A major challenge associated with conducting a stand-al one survey® to determine the reasons for
nonparticipationislocating FSP-dligible householdsthat do not participateinthe program. No complete
or unbiased lists exist of these dligible nonparticipants. 1n the Working and Elderly Poor pretest we
located FSP-€eligible nonparti cipants using random-digit-dialing (calling randomly sel ected tel ephone
numbers from commercially-produced lists of telephone numbersin aspecified area). Theseligtsinclude
telephone numbersthat are not in service aswell as numbersof businesses and ingtitutions. And most of
the households on the lists haveincometoo high to be eligible for food stamp benefits or do not contain an
elderly or working person.  So once atel ephone number isanswered and theinterviewer determinesthat
the number belongsto aresidence, therespondent wasadministered ashort set of screening questionsto
determinewhether he or shemet our criteriafor inclusioninthe sample--they livein aworking or elderly
household and are likely to be eligible for food stamp benefits.

Our experiencein the pretest showed that it isfeasible to locate FSP-€ligible nonparticipantsin this
way. However, we al so found that it requires considerable survey resources. We called nearly 17,000
telephone numbersto identify 484 eligible nonparticipants from working or elderly households.? We
estimatethat it would takejust over 18,000 hoursof interviewer labor to identify asample of about 1,000
eligible nonparticipants from working households and 1,000 eligible nonparticipants from elderly

households.

2By “stand-alone” we mean an independent survey rather than a set of questions about
nonparticipation attached to another survey as an additional module.

?!As a by-product we also identified 92 FSP participants.
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TheWorking and Elderly Poor screeninginterview used thefollowing relatively smplecriteriato
smulatethe FSP-dligibility determination process. Respondentswere considered categoricdly digiblefor
food stamp benefitsif they reported that during either the current or previous month everyonein their
householdsrecelved TANF, SSI, or GA. If everyonein the household did not receive these benefitsthe
respondent wasconsidered likely to bedigiblefor food stamp benefitsonly if dl thefollowing criteriawere

met:

1. The household s income was less than 130 percent of the poverty threshold. This
simulates the FSP-eligibility test that requires gross household income not to exceed 130
percent of poverty. Although elderly householdsand househol dsthat contain disabled persons
arenot subject to thisgrossincomedigibility test, they are subject to arequirement that income
net of certain expenses and deductions not exceed 100 percent of poverty. Assmulating the
net income test requires too many detailed questions for a short screening interview, we
approximated the test with the requirement that gross income not exceed 130 percent of
poverty for elderly and disabled households.

2. Thehousehold did not own any vehicle that was manufactured in the past five years.
For most FSP gpplicants, the fair market value of their vehicles (exceeding $4,650) is counted
asan asset. McConnell (1997) found that the age of the household’ s vehicleswas agood
proxy for their value and agood predictor of whether ahousehold was digible for food samp
benefits.

3. Thevalue of the household’s financial assets was less than $3,000 if the household
contained an elderly person, and lessthan $2,000 if the household did not contain an
elderly person. The FSPasset digibility test requiresthat the value of al counted household
assets, including the counted value of vehicles, not exceed these levels.

4. Thehousehold had not been informed by the FSP that it isineligible for food stamp
benefitsin the previous two months. Thiswill screen out some respondents who may be
indigiblefor other reasons, for example because they do not meet the citizenship requirement
or because they are able-bodied adults without dependents who have not met the work
requirement.

Thereisafineline between ascreening interview that makesagood determination of FSP digibility

and onethat asks so many detailed and sensitive questionsthat itsresponserate is unacceptably low. Most
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previous studiesof the reasonsfor nonparticipation in the FSP used crude screening rulesto create samples
of nonparticipantswho werelikely to bedigiblefor food stamp benefits. TheWorking and Elderly Poor
random-digit-dialing screening interview used more sophisticated screening rulesthat required respondents
to answer questions about their vehicles and other assetsaswell astheir income. Over 43 percent of the
respondents who passed the income screen in the Working and Elderly Poor screening interview failed
one or more of the asset screens. However, despite the additional screening rules, 38 percent of the
respondentsfound dligible by the screeninginterview seemto beindigiblefor food stamp benefitsbased
oninformation given later intheinterview. Over haf of these respondents reported income bel ow the
eligibility threshold in the screening interview and then later, when asked in the main part of the
guestionnaire about the amount of each source of income, reported income that exceeded the digibility
threshold.
2. Efforts Should Be Made to Increase the Response Rate to a Stand-Alone Survey of FSP

Nonparticipants

Theresponserateisthe number of peoplewho complete an interview asaproportion of the number
of people with whom an interview is attempted. The proportion of persons who do not complete an
interview isaconcern because the persons who do not respond may differ from those who do in waysthat
are related to the reasons for FSP nonparticipation. If the factors that determine whether a person
responds are related to the reasons for nonparti cipation, the survey findings will be biased; the observed
findings will differ from the findings that we would have observed if there had been no nonresponse.

The response rate to a stand-aone survey about the reasons for nonparticipation isunlikely to be high,
for threereasons. Firg, responseratesto random-digit-dialing surveysaretypicaly low. Useof answering

machines, call forwarding, and telephonesolicitation all contributeto low responseratesto random-digit-
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dialing surveys.? It israrein random-digit-dialing surveysfor more than 70 percent of the personswith
whom aninterview isconducted to complete aninterview.? Second, the random-digit-dialing screening
interview includes questions about househol d income and assets--questionsthat are both difficult to answer
and sengitive. Third, nonparticipants may be uninterested in topicsrelated to aprogram that they have
chosen not to participate in.

The responserate to the pretest survey was about 51 percent. For every 100 callsmadeto residentia
telephone numbers, 60 persons (60 percent) completed a screening interview and 51 of those (85 percent)
also completed amain questionnaire. One factor that lowered the response rates in the pretest was that
two of the eight pretest Siteswerelarge northeastern metropolitan citiesthat typically havelow survey
responserates. With the changesto theWorking and Elderly Poor survey discussed below, wethink the
responserateto anational survey could be ashigh as63to 67 percent.* Theserecommended changes
ae®

1. TheFirst Questionsin the Screening I nterview Should Be About the Respondent’s

FSP Participation. Thefirg interview questions should be nonthreatening questionsthet are
related to the topic of the questionnaire. Instead of asking first about household size and
income, aswe did in the pretest, we recommend asking about the respondent’ s participation

inthe FSP and whether hisor her household containsaworking or elderly person. Household
income should be addressed in the fourth question or later.

ZMassey et a. (1997).
BMassey et a. (1997).

#Theresponserateto the screening interview could be ashigh as 70 percent and the compl etion rate
of the main questionnaires as high as 90 or 95 percent.

M cConnell, Ponza, and Cohen (1999) describesin detail these recommendati onsand recommends
some other minor improvements to the Working and Elderly Poor screening interview.
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. Add MoreInterviewer Probesto the Screening I nterview. We found in the pretest that
includinginterviewer probesafter aninitia nonresponseto theincome questionwas successful
at eliciting responses. We recommend adding similar probes after questions about assets.

. Send an Advance Letter to Persons on the Random-Digit-Dialing Sample Frame. We
recommend that, beforethey are called, persons sampled from the random-digit-diaing lists
who have listed addresses are sent a letter that explains the study and encourages their
participation. Only about 20 to 30 percent of those on the random-digit-diaing framewould
receive |etters because many telephone numbers do not have addresses attached to them
(because they are not listed in the telephone book) and many addresses attached to the
numbersareincorrect. However, itisstill worth sending an advance |l etter to thosefor which
an addressisavailablebecauseit isrelatively inexpensiveto do and experience suggeststhat
recelving an advance |l etter increasesthelikeihood that the person will completetheinterview.

. Lengthen theField Period. One determinant of the response rate in arandom-digit-dialing
survey isthelikdihood that theinterviewer is ableto determine whether the tel ephone number
belongs to aresidence rather than abusiness or other organization. Theinterviewer cannot
make the determination if thetelephoneis never answered. We recommend increasing the
length of thefield period because thisincreasesthe number of dayson whichthe callscan be
made and the likelihood that the telephone will eventually be answered.

. Decrease the Frequency with Which Respondents Change Between the Screening
I nterview and the Rest of the Questionnaire. Response rates are lower if the respondent
who is administered the screening interview does not go on to complete the rest of the
guestionnaire about nonparticipation. In the Working and Elderly Poor pretest we
administered the main section of the questionnaire to the person in the nonparticipant
househol dswho would apply for food stamp benefitsif the househol d decided to participate
and to the person who last applied for food stamp benefitsin the participant households. For
17 percent of theinterviews this person was not the person who responded to the screening
interview. Werecommend rel axing these constraintsand administering themain questionnaire
to any adult in the household who may apply for food stamp benefits.

. Shorten theMain Questionnaire. Of those who completed ascreening interview and were
assigned a short version of a questionnaire (to be conducted by telephone), 91 percent
compl eted aquestionnaire compared with 85 percent for those assigned along version of a
guestionnaire (to be conducted by telephone). Thelong questionnaire took on average 26
minutes to administer, compared with an average of 15 minutes for the shorter one. We
recommend that the main part of the questionnaire should be kept to about 20 minutesina
stand-alone survey about the reasons for nonparticipation.
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3. Consideration Should Be Given to Excluding FSP Participants From a Survey About
Nonparticipation

If the resources available to conduct asurvey on FSP nonparticipation are limited, we recommend that
FNS consider conducting a telephone survey of only nonparticipants.?® Conducting a survey of
nonparticipants only would provide sufficient information to provide guidance on the appropriate policy
responseto the nonparticipation. Whileincluding participantsin the survey would add arichnessto the
data collected, the information collected from the participants may not justify the additional survey
resources required to include them in the survey.

We designed the Working and Elderly Poor questionnairesto alow two lines of inquiry into the
reasonsfor nonparticipation: (1) adirect approach--asking nonparticipantswhy they do not participatein
the program, and (2) an indirect approach--making statistical comparisons of the characteristics of
participants and nonparticipants. The direct approach--asking people directly why they do not participate-
-isthe more informative and does not require that any participants are surveyed. Comparisons of
participants and nonparticipantsyie d findingsthat are suggestive of reasonsfor nonparticipation but rarely
provide firm evidence that a particular reason isimportant. Some reasons that respondents give for
nonparticipation, such asthe view that other people may need food stamp benefits more, would not be
uncovered by just comparing the characteristics or experiences of participants and nonparticipants. The
direct approach also allows a ranking of the relative importance of each reason for nonparticipation.

If resourcespermitted including participantsinasurvey of nonparticipation, including themwouldyield
two main benefits. First, comparing the characteristics and experiences of participants and nonparticipants

provides information about the type of peoplethat are more likely to participate. Thismay be useful in

%Although a survey of non-telephone households should include participants.
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targeting effortsto increase participation to specific popul ation groups. Second, including participants
alowsthe survey to explore what factors hel p participants overcome perceived or red barriersto gpplying
for or using food stamp benefitsthat the nonparticipants do not overcome. For example, by comparing the
experiences of participants and nonparticipants who began the application process but did not complete
it, we could investigate whether completing the application process at a place other than the FSP office
increases the likelihood that the application process is completed.

Many of these comparisons between participants and nonparticipants can, however, be made with
existing survey data. Comparisons between participants and nonparticipants of household demographic
and economic characteristics, sources of other food ass stance, and food security can be made using the
SIPP and the Food Security Supplement to the Current Popul ation Survey (McConnell and Nixon 1996).
Comparisons of experiences applying for and using food stamp benefits between participants and
nonparticipants can bemadeusing the National Food Stamp Program Survey. Collecting informationon
participants and nonparticipantsin the same survey hasthe advantage, however, that the dataare directly
comparable. Thiswould beimportant if the reasonsfor nonparticipation are changing over time because
of changesin the FSP or other assistance programs, changes in the economy, or changesin attitudes

toward welfare.

4. If FSP ParticipantsAreto Belncluded in the Survey, Listsof FSP ParticipantsAre Needed

IntheWorking and Elderly Poor pretest, FSP participants from working or elderly householdswere
identified intwo ways: from lists of participants provided by state FSP agencies, and by random-digit-
dialing used principdly to identify FSP-eligible nonparticipants. Areprogram listsneeded or can sufficient

numbers of participants be identified by random-digit-dialing?
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With random-digit-dialing, identifying participantsaswel | as nonparticipantsat the sametimerequires
little additiond interviewer time. However, because we found participantsto berarer than FSP-eligible
nonparticipants among working and elderly households, it would take more calls to identify an FSP
participant than it would to identify an FSP-dligible nonparticipant. Unlessthe survey desgn calsfor aratio
of nonparticipants to participants of above six for working households and above four for elderly
households, thetarget for the number of nonparticipantsin the sample would bereached before thetarget
for the number of participants was.

Oncethetarget for nonparticipantsisreached, identifying additional participantsusing random-digit-
diding would be many timesmore cogtly than identifying the participants using lists of program participants
would be. Thisis because over 180 random-digit-dialing calls need to be made to identify one FSP
participant who applied for food stamp benefitsin the previous three years and belongs to aworking or
elderly household. Using listsdramatically cutsthe number of callsthat need to be madeto identify one
FSP participant. Soif it isdecided that the survey should include participants, it would be most efficient
to use both lists of program participants and random-digit-dialing.

5. Consideration Should be Given to Including a Small Number of Households Without

Telephones and Including Questions About Telephone Interruptions

The pretest sample included only households with working telephones. However, estimatesfrom the
Censussuggest that about 20 percent of low-income U.S. households do not have working telephones.
Becausehousehol dswithout tel ephonesmay have different reasonsfor not partici pating than do households
with telephones, they cannot be ignored in anational survey of the reasons for nonparticipation.

Including non-telephone househol ds in the survey would require considerable survey resources,

however, because of the difficultiesidentifying househol ds without telephones that meet our criteriafor
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inclusioninthesample. Working and elderly householdsthat are digiblefor food stamp benefitsbut do
not receive them compriselessthan 8 percent of the population. Asnon-tel ephone householdstend to
havelower incomethan househol dswith telephones, and aslower-income householdsare morelikely to
participate in the FSP, the proportion of nonparticipantsin non-telephone households may be even lower.
Hencethe proportion of working or e derly nonparticipant househol dswithout tel ephonesin the population
isprobably lessthan 2 percent of the population. 1t would take considerable interviewer timeto find even
asmall number of eligible non-telephone househol ds, and both the screening questions and the questions
about nonparticipation would need to be administered in person to respondents without tel ephones.

Because of the cost of identifying eligible non-tel ephone househol ds, the sample of such households
would need to be small and would haveto be designed to yield anational estimate rather than regiond
estimates of the reasons for nonparticipation by non-telephone households. To reduce survey costs,
screening for non-telephone households would take place in areas with a high concentration of these
households. The cost of the in-person survey would be lower if it is conducted when the 2000 Census
dataareavallable, making poss bleamore accurateidentification of areaswith ahigh concentration of non-
telephone households.

The required sample of non-telephone households could be reduced if researchers collect data about
past interruptions of telephone service from households currently with and without tel ephones. Many
househol dslose and gaintel ephone service during the year; they have telephone service when they can
afford it and dlow it to be disconnected when they cannot. Some households that do not have tel ephones
at aspecific point in time have recently had telephone service and, conversely, some householdswith
telephone service a apoint in time may have had interruptionsin the past. Under the assumption that non-

telephone househol ds and househol dsthat experienceinterruptionsin telgphone service have Smilar reasons
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for not participating in the FSP, data on interruptionsin telephone service can be used to Satisticdly adjust
for the underrepresentation of non-telephone households (Brick et a. 1996 and Keeter 1995). We
recommend including questionsinthemain questionnai resthat ask whether therespondent’ shousehold has
experienced an interruption in telephone service over the previous 12 months of more than one day and
if so, how long the interruption lasted.

We also recommend that both FSP participants and FSP-eligible nonparticipant non-telephone
househol ds be administered questionnaires. Our concernisthat it will be particularly difficult to find
nonparticipants among FSP-eligible non-tel ephone households. By interviewing respondentsin both
participating and nonparticipating non-telephone househol ds, informeation would be collected to determine
the FSP participation rate among non-tel ephone households. 1t may bethat the participation rateisso high
among non-tel ephone househol ds that nonparticipation among them is not a concern.

6. Congderation Should BeGiven to AddingaM odule About FSP Nonparticipation to Another

Household Survey

An dternative to conducting astand-a one survey would be to add a short modul e about the reasons
for FSP nonparticipation to another household survey. The module would begin with the screening
guestions, and only personswho meet the criteriain the screening interview would then be asked questions

about nonparticipation. At a minimum, we recommend a 15- to 20-minute modul e that includes:

C The screening questions
C Direct questions about the reasons for nonparticipation
C Questions about food security, sources of food assistance, and income, by source

¢ Questionsabout whether the respondent has previoudy applied for or used food stamp benefits

48



A module about the reasons for nonparticipation could be added to any nationally representative
household survey that containsasample of low-income househol dsthat islarge enough to ensure sufficient
numbers of FSP nonparticipantswho arein either working or elderly households. 1dedlly the household
survey would a so collect data on monthly income (disaggregated by source) and data on food sufficiency
and sources of other food assistance. The SIPP and the Current Population Survey are both good potentia
candidates.

Adding amoduleto an existing household survey would significantly reduce the costs of collecting the
data, snceonly theadditiona costsassociated with alonger interview would beincurred. Dependingon
the survey to which the module isadded, the response rate to the questions may aso be higher. Also, if
themain household survey containsdetailed questions about incomedisaggregated by source, the screening
interview for the add-on module could use this information rather than the respondent’ s estimate of
aggregate household income to determine whether the respondent islikely to be digible for food stamp
benefits. Thiswould allow the screening questions to determine FSP eligibility more accurately.

Thedisadvantages of using an add-on module rather than astand-alone survey are that the module
probably has to be short and the sample size of FSP-eligible nonparticipantsin working or elderly
households could be smdl. Also, the design of the main survey may not be optimal for the module on the
reasonsfor nonparticipation. For example, the respondent to the main survey may not be the person who
would or did apply for food stamp benefits requiring a change in the respondent for the module and

decreasing the likelihood that the module would be completed.
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